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of others had enormously varied, and a number of new ones
had risen into favour. As beings of a higher order they played
an important role in the universe and the life of man. Their
favour had to be won by prayer and sacrifice and their wrath
propitiated by suitable rites and penances. Each of these deities
had its group of devotees and particular deities had given rise
to sects. It is necessary to gauge the relative popularity and
strength of the sects prevalent in India in those times in order
to understand the transformations wrought in subsequent times.
The Vedic pantheon was peopled with gods that lived in.
the heavens or in the atmosphere or upon earth, their number
was reckoned as thirty-three, but those to whom the greatest
number of hymns were devoted were Indra, Agni, and Soma,
VaruTia was the most exalted, and Prajdpati was the lord of
creation, Visnu and Rudra-Siva received meagre attention. In
older epic mythology Brahma presided over the deities as creator
and beneficent ancestor of all, while Agni, Yama, Varurja,
Kubera and Indra were most often invoked. Later Siva and
Vi^nu attained the predominant position and joined with Brahma
formed the great Trinity.
For the seventh and eighth centuries there is a considerable-
amount of contemporary evidence to show what the state of
popular worship was. This evidence consists of the accounts
of Chinese travellers, the Sanskrit dramas, the inscriptions and
coins of Indian rulers, and the descriptions of the Arab writers.
They disclose that while the non-Vedic religions, Buddhism
and Jainism, were on the decline, the old Vedic religion had
greatly changed, the worship of Siva was the predominant
religion of India, the cult of SaJtfi was rising into importance
and VisTjiu and other deities were held in popular esteem in a
descending scale.
In the narratives   of   Fa-Hien18 one finds that in   the   fiftr*
century when the traveller   came   to   India,   the   north-western
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